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. . . between generations carried across time.” 
 – Vincent Scully, architectural historian

“A rchitecture is a conversation . . .

Villa Rotunda
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Foreword

L earning about architecture and how it frames our experiences has been one of 

the passions of my life. The flame ignited for me in a humanities class in my 

final year of secondary school when an image of the Villa Rotunda in northern Italy by 

the Renaissance architect Andrea Palladio flashed on the screen. Although students 

around the world today may have access to images of magnificent places through the 

Internet, I had never seen such an extraordinary creation. I grew up in a traditional, 

rural community in the American South in the post–World War II era. But in all the 

years of my growing up, no one had tried to explain what all the Colonial-pillared 

buildings surrounding me were meant to communicate, or why the severe gray stone 

Gothic revival church that I attended every Sunday was built as it was.  

Discovering the Villa Rotunda was the beginning of a journey for me that would span generations, 
time and the world. I had to see this place! And when I finally did, just a few years later, it was no 
disappointment. It seemed miraculous that this building had survived the centuries, and over its 
long life had inspired so many others—both modest and grand. I felt proud to be part of this legacy. 
I also realized that each of us is shaped by the experience of the world around us. The places and 
traditions that we grew up with are as much a part of our identity as our DNA.  

Today, our cultural heritage is in a time of crisis. Many of the iconic places and powerful traditions 
that have shaped our civilization are under siege. We live in a world of tumultuous change, and we 
face a host of problems that threaten life as we have lived it. Exploding population growth, rapid 
urbanization, climate change and changing cultural values—punctuated by devastating natural and 
man-made catastrophes—are transforming our world. 

In addition, the vocabulary of the built world has changed. New concepts of scale, new building 
materials and technologies, and novel styles of expression are defining a future that has little to do with Andrea Palladio’s plan of Villa Rotunda.
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past precedents. Everything about the way people interact within the communities 
that are being created today is different. Virtually everyone’s cultural experience 
is now part of the global culture of the digital age. While it is a transformational 
moment of great creativity, it is also a challenging time for tradition. 

In response to this dramatic challenge, we need to be vigilant to defend the 
places, objects and traditions from which our individual and collective sense 
of identity derives. We cannot build a peaceful and prosperous world without 
evidence of the history upon which human civilization is founded.  

Unfortunately, scant resources are available for the daunting task of caring for 
cultural heritage and providing a means for its future productive use. Compared to 
the social and human needs created by our rapidly transforming society, espe-
cially in countries intent on emerging into the global economy, the preservation of 
cultural heritage is a low priority. Local communities, especially in the developing 
world, cannot marshal the resources they need to preserve the places, objects and 
traditions that mean the most to them. Faced with the pressures of development 
and the inevitability of neglect, these treasures are crumbling and disappearing.

Addressing this issue, the U.S. Ambassadors Fund for Cultural Preservation 
(AFCP) is a beacon of hope. Established little more than a decade ago, it 
has made a real difference by bolstering the preservation of places, museum 
collections and traditions that were at the brink of total loss. AFCP focuses 
specifically on preserving heritage resources in countries that are facing devel-
opment challenges, where there are few other resources available for such work.  

Projects supported by AFCP are developed through a dialogue between U.S. 
embassies and heritage advocates on the ground. At this local level, extraordinary 
people and active grass-roots organizations are working with communities to 
identify at-risk landmarks, collections and traditions. AFCP helps them to connect 
with experts who can help find solutions to their problems and with organizations 
that can boost awareness and raise these local efforts onto the world stage.

AFCP program participants share a common purpose: to demonstrate that 
cultural heritage is an important social and economic building block of society, 
and that the solutions developed for the sites and resources that are the focus of 
AFCP grants can be sustained through active community engagement long after 
the funds have been expended.

The projects profiled in this volume are inspiring. At Ani in eastern Turkey and 
through the program to promote awareness of the Qiang people in China, AFCP 
grants are building cultural understanding between neighboring peoples about 
the diversity of traditions and treasures that they have inherited. At Babylon and 
in Herat, efforts have been mobilized to preserve ancient places of legendary 

significance that have been impacted by recent conflict. At Caral in Peru and at 
the White Dacha in Ukraine, support from AFCP is helping to interpret, pres-
ent and preserve places and objects of tremendous historical significance that 
can become tourism generators. At Kilwa in Tanzania, the reconstruction of an 
ancient cistern will bring back the precious resource of clean water to a commu-
nity that desperately needs it.

Virtually every project supported through AFCP has an element of community 
training and local capacity building. Through this direct engagement, people 
recover their pride of association with places that have gained worldwide 
recognition through AFCP. The spotlight of international recognition restores 
confidence in efforts that had previously lost hope, and helps ensure the commu-
nity’s long-term stewardship. 

Equally important is AFCP’s emphasis on preserving intangible aspects of 
culture—language, music and oral history—that are vanishing as people 
abandon the practices and places where they once flourished. Recording these 
ephemeral traditions may be our only way of remembering that they ever existed. 

Like the miracle of the Villa Rotunda’s survival and influence that draws 
together so much historical evolution within one extant monument, the miracle 
of the U.S. Ambassadors Fund for Cultural Preservation lies in helping so 
many rare and meaningful places, objects and traditions to survive. By doing 
so, AFCP speaks not only to the future, but also to the present, helping people 
to transcend national borders and connect. It demonstrates our commitment 
as Americans to taking part in the global community. The projects judiciously 
selected for AFCP support help us all—locally and globally—to join a conver-
sation about just how important these places, objects and traditions are and will 
continue to be. 

Bonnie Burnham, President
World Monuments Fund
New York, New York
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“Cultural preservation offers an opportunity 

to show a different American face to other 

countries, one that is non-commercial,  

non-political, and non-military. By taking 

a leading role in efforts to preserve cultural 

heritage, we show our respect for other cultures 

by protecting their traditions.”

 – 106th Congress (Public Law 106–553)

With the creation of the U.S. Ambassadors Fund for Cultural Preservation (AFCP) in 2001, 
the United States pledged its support for the preservation of cultural heritage in developing 
countries and demonstrated U.S. respect for other cultures. Since then, AFCP has supported 
projects to preserve cultural heritage in more than 125 countries around the world.

AFCP supports the preservation of both tangible and intangible cultural heritage through 
projects of varying scale and complexity. AFCP-supported activities range from documentation 
of traditions to physical treatment and technical training in the preservation and protection of 
sites and collections. The program is global in scale and supports the preservation of cultural 
heritage in Africa, Asia, Europe and the Americas. Yet AFCP is also inherently local in that 
U.S. embassy staff work directly with public institutions, nongovernmental organizations and 
local communities to carry out AFCP-supported projects.

The 18 cultural preservation projects featured in this book are only a fraction of the 800 
projects that have received AFCP support since 2001. Each profile offers insight into the range 
of AFCP-funded activities and provides compelling examples of the program’s success. 

Cultural heritage serves as an enduring reminder of the historical experiences and 
achievements of humanity. By supporting cultural preservation, AFCP helps extend the value of 
cultural heritage as a vital and defining element of communities and nations, and helps ensure 
that it will be enjoyed and shared for generations to come.

IntroduCtIon
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J ust outside the remote town of Lokori in Kenya’s Kerio Valley, an ancient 

burial site called Namoratung’a contains some of the world’s oldest art. 

Hundreds of etched stone grave markers dating back more than 2,300 years 

can be found throughout the site. Engraved with designs similar to those still 

used by neighboring Pokot, Samburu and Turkana communities to brand live-

stock, the ancient grave markers are among the most rich and diverse rock-art 

sites in the world. 

African rock art is one of the world’s oldest surviving art forms. As former United Nations 
Secretary-General Kofi Annan stated, African rock art is “one of the oldest and most extensive 
records on Earth of human thought,” adding that it represents “the very emergence of the human 
imagination.” In fact, by the time humans began to use written language, African rock art had 
been in existence for thousands of years. Beyond its artistic merit, rock art is an invaluable 
anthropological resource that offers a rare glimpse into the minds of our most ancient ancestors.

Although ancient rock art is now protected by law in most countries, these unique, fragile and 
irreplaceable works are too often threatened by theft, vandalism and thoughtless handling. In 
Lokori, local residents were unaware of the art’s significance or vulnerability until recently.

In 2009, the U.S. Embassy in Nairobi granted $53,200 through the U.S. Ambassadors Fund for 
Cultural Preservation to the Trust for African Rock Art (TARA) to raise awareness of the art’s 
value and help restore and protect the site for future generations. Since August 2009, TARA has 
been implementing a community rock-art conservation project in Lokori not only to ensure long-
term conservation of the Namoratung’a site, but also to promote responsible tourism to the area 
through local infrastructure development and engagement with the community.

roCk Art ConneCts PAst And Present

Opposite: A young man rests at Namoratung’a, an ancient burial site, amid rock art with etched stone markings dating 
back more than 2,300 years. Left: People from the local community visit Namoratung’a.

Lokori

KENYA



“The Kerio Valley rock art is a 

visually spectacular reminder 

of Kenya’s cultural heritage. 

Conserving these beautiful sites 

helps us explore Kenya’s past and 

enhances Africa’s extensive oral 

history tradition.”

 – U.S. Ambassador to Kenya 
Robert F. Godec
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In collaboration with National Museums of Kenya scientists, project coordinators worked at 
the Namoratung’a site to establish links between the art and contemporary local customs. A 
workshop and exhibition were created to encourage community members to learn, share and 
compare notes about their heritage. Since the project was launched, more than 100 community 
leaders and youth have received training through workshops and seminars.

In addition to surveying and documenting the rock-art engravings, TARA worked with local 
stakeholders to develop a management plan for the site and equipped two community-based 
organizations with basic camping facilities so that locals can cook for visitors to the site and 
offer basic services. These activities are generating income for local community members, 
helping to alleviate poverty and raising living standards.

Local people now recognize that the rock-art site is a resource that can be of benefit to Lokori. 
As one participant said, “Because of these rocks, new things have come up—cars are coming 
here, something that never used to happen. People are visiting here; we never used to see 
them. Schools have been opened because of the Namoratung’a site. So the rock-art sites are 
very important.” TARA hopes the project will benefit not only residents of Lokori, but the 
whole of Kenya.

Opposite: Pokot women walk to a tribal meeting. The ancient rock-art designs at Namoratung’a 
are similar to designs used by the Pokot to brand livestock. Below: Project coordinators and local 
community members collaborated on a plan to promote responsible tourism to the site. Right: 
Namoratung’a rock art.
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I mposing, earthen walls and more than 15 gates enclose the ancient 

city of Kano in northern Nigeria. Measuring more than 23 kilo-

meters in circumference, the Kano city walls and gates were constructed 

during the reign of Sakri Gijimasu (1095–1134 C.E.) to protect Kano’s 

growing population. Though the majority of Kano’s residents are Hausa-

speaking, the city is also known as Tumbin Giwa, meaning “melting pot” 

in Hausa, due to the diversity of people who have passed through its gates 

over the centuries.

Kano’s oldest and grandest gate, Kofar Kansakali, is believed to have been built in 
the 12th century. Meaning “swords” in Hausa, Kansakali is the gate where traditional 
warriors took up their weapons before departing for battle. Resting at the gateway to 
Sokoto, the seat of the caliphate, Kofar Kansakali is a significant landmark that has 
played a critical role in Kano’s history, culture and economy. 

Nigeria has submitted Kano’s ancient city walls and gates for nomination as a 
UNESCO World Heritage site. Unfortunately, many centuries of natural and human 
intervention have severely damaged the structures. Kofar Kansakali has been particu-
larly degraded. By the 1980s, the gate had mostly disintegrated. Only the adjoining 
walls remained, which account for less than a quarter of the gate’s original dimensions. 

In August 2010, the U.S. Diplomatic Mission in Abuja granted $10,000 to Nigeria’s 
National Commission for Museums and Monuments through the U.S. Ambassadors 
Fund for Cultural Preservation to restore Kofar Kansakali to its original grandeur. 

GAte oF swords reGAIns GrAndeur 

Left: The restored Kofar Kansakali, the oldest gate in Kano, is believed to have been built in the 12th century. 
Opposite: Kofar Kansakali was constructed during the reign of Sakri Gijimasu (1095–1134 C.E.) to protect 
Kano’s growing population. Inset: The original walls enclosing Kano were as wide as 30 meters at the base.

Kano

NIGERIA



“The reconstruction of the Kofar Kansakali—the westward-

facing and oldest gate of the ancient city of Kano—has 

saved an important piece of Kano’s 1,000-year-old heritage. 

Kano is famous for its mud-brick city wall with grand 

gates. And just as the United States is known for its melting 

pot of cultures, Kano is famous as Tumbin Giwa, Hausa 

for “melting pot,” because of the many different people 

who entered its gates, receiving a warm welcome over the 

centuries, to buy and sell, build and settle. The United 

States is proud to have been part of this restoration project.”

 – Former U.S. Ambassador to Nigeria 
Terence P. McCulley

The project was executed by local builders from within the traditional emirate 
system. A crew of artisans, masons and laborers headed by Sarkin Gini (Chief 
Builder) Alh Gwadabe restored Kansakali gate using traditional building mate-
rials based on oral and written descriptions of the gate’s original appearance. 

The project, completed in July 2011, has generated a great deal of interest, 
enthusiasm and energy in the local community. It restored the integrity of much 
of the northwestern portion of the ancient city walls, and ensured that future 
generations will be able to enjoy the authentic tradition of Kofar Kansakali for 
years to come. 

Peter Claussen, former public affairs officer at the U.S. Mission in Abuja, and 
Alhaji Abubakar Sadiq Mohammed, Nigerian minister of culture, tourism and 
national orientation, accompanied His Royal Highness the Emir of Kano Alhaji 
Ado Bayero in laying the first stone. 

“The United States hopes that our modest gift to Kano’s past can help us, 
together, to choose to build its future,” Claussen said.

Africa   15
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TANZANIA
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T wo small islands off the coast of Tanzania shelter some of the most impor-

tant cultural treasures in East Africa. The two former island cities, Kilwa 

Kisiwani and Songo Mnara, feature architectural ruins that date back more than 

800 years and collectively constitute the Kilwa Kisiwani World Heritage site. The 

remains of these two great medieval East African port cities provide an unparal-

leled glimpse into the world of a sophisticated mercantile culture whose people 

and cultural traditions unfortunately long since have disappeared. Remains of 

opulent palaces, mosques, houses and other structures found on the islands provide 

evidence of a cosmopolitan trading center built on a grand scale with great skill, 

ingenuity and artistry.

Kilwa’s rise to power began in the 10th century, when the city was established as a medieval 
sultanate by Ali ibn al-Hassan Shirazi, a prince whose father ruled Shiraz, Persia. Ali ibn 
al-Hassan set sail out of the fortified capital city of Hormuz within the Gulf and made his way 
to the East African coast, where he is said to have purchased the island of Kilwa from the local 
Bantu inhabitants. It was ruled by the Shirazi dynasty until 1277. During this period, the city’s 
advantageous location made it a magnet for international trade, and the Great Mosque was built. 
The first gold coins struck south of Ethiopia are said to have been minted in Kilwa to support the 
city’s global commerce.

Stone houses and mosques were built throughout Kilwa in the early decades of the 1400s, and 
by 1500, a visiting Portuguese explorer reported seeing houses of Islamic Middle Eastern design 
made of coral stone, including the ruler’s luxurious, 100-room palace.

PreservInG MedIevAl Port CItIes

Opposite: A goat climbs the wall of a centuries-old building on Kilwa Kisiwani. Left: Coast of Kilwa Kisiwani as seen 
from the pier. 

Kilwa 
Kisiwani

TANZANIA
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The Yemeni Arab family of Abu al-Mawahib, known as the Mahdali dynasty, replaced 
the Shirazis around 1300 and ruled until 1505, when it was overthrown by a Portuguese 
invasion. Throughout the medieval period, intermarriages among Persian, Arab and Bantu 
residents gave the island city of Kilwa and its satellite city, Songo Mnara, a worldly flavor 
and contributed to the region’s rich artistic and architectural traditions. Contemporary 
Swahili culture is thought to have been strongly influenced by the Kilwa civilization.

Both islands flourished from the 14th century through the 16th century, when some of 
the grandest architecture in the region was constructed. Some of the houses on Songo 
Mnara are among the best-preserved and most archaeologically intact domestic build-
ings in East Africa. The palace known as Husuni Kubwa (or “large house”), built from 
1320 to 1333, is the earliest and by far the largest and most sophisticated surviving 
major building south of Somalia. 

The islands’ archaeological sites are crucial to understanding Swahili culture, the 
Islamization of East Africa and medieval and modern commerce in the region. 
Unfortunately, the sites are threatened by harsh climatic conditions. High humidity, 
torrential seasonal rains and strong winds high in salinity pose significant threats to the 
sites’ integrity. Also threatening is the possibility of uncontrolled future development 
around the sites. For these reasons, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) placed the Kilwa Kisiwani World Heritage site on its 
List of World Heritage in Danger in 2004.

To help reverse the process, the U.S. Embassy in Dar es Salaam awarded $700,000 to 
World Monuments Fund through the U.S. Ambassadors Fund for Cultural Preservation. 
The grant supports a project to protect the site’s most vulnerable structures through 
urgent conservation work, improved sea defenses and other emergency stabilization 
measures. The funds are also being used to establish a sustainable management plan 
for the site and better living conditions for island residents through reconstruction of an 
ancient cistern that will provide clean water.

By helping Tanzanians to balance the competing demands of tourism, economic 
development, social change and heritage preservation, the conservation project seeks 
to ensure the survival of Tanzania’s remarkable monuments for future generations of 
visitors, scholars and historians.

Left: Aspects of contemporary Swahili culture may be traced to Kilwa civilization (11th to 16th centuries). 
Opposite: Gereza Fort on Kilwa Kisiwani.





20   Priceless: The U.S. Ambassadors Fund for Cultural Preservation

Top left: Remaining wall of the Great Mosque on Kilwa Kisiwani. Top right: Ruins of the Husuni Kubwa, or “large 
house,” on Kilwa Kisiwani. Bottom left: Niches in Makutani Palace on Kilwa Kisiwani. Opposite, from left: Gereza 
Fort on Kilwa Kisiwani; Graceful archway in the Great Mosque on Kilwa Kisiwani.



“Some of the greatest world treasures are found right 

here in Tanzania, and while the world claims their 

global value, they remain uniquely Tanzanian. By 

working to preserve these historic structures and 

creating a framework for balanced development, we 

can ensure the survival of Tanzania’s most precious 

ancient monuments.”

 – U.S. Ambassador to Tanzania
Alfonso E. Lenhardt
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CHINA
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sAvInG IntAnGIble QIAnG HerItAGe

T he Qiang people, known in China as “people of the clouds,” are one of 

China’s oldest ethnic minorities, first appearing in written records during 

the Shang dynasty (circa 17th to 11th centuries B.C.E.). The Qiang, who were 

known as great warriors, worshipped many gods, including gods of heaven, sun, 

fire, mountains, rivers and trees. An essential element of Qiang culture is recitation 

of passages and performance of rituals and practices led by a shibi, or shaman.

Already a fragile minority culture, the Qiang were devastated by the 2008 Sichuan earthquake 
in which more than 30,000 Qiang—10 percent of the Qiang population—perished. Today, 
one-third of the remaining Qiang live in cities and no longer speak their native language. 
The remaining two-thirds live in village communities whose traditions are threatened by the 
encroachments of a rapidly modernizing China. Many younger Qiang are abandoning their native 
villages and traditional way of life. 

A’er, a small mountain village of 500 Qiang whose strong identification with their heritage makes 
the village instrumental in preserving Qiang culture, was also touched by tragedy. The local 
temple and stupa (a monumental pile of earth marking a sacred spot) that are central to village 
ceremonies were partially destroyed by the 2008 Sichuan earthquake. Local residents were 
determined to restore these structures to their former condition, but they lacked the necessary 
funds to purchase tools and other building materials.

To aid the Qiang of A’er in this endeavor, the U.S. Embassy in Beijing donated $32,300 to the 
Beijing Cultural Heritage Protection Center (CHP) through the U.S. Ambassadors Fund for 
Cultural Preservation in 2009 to help village residents restore the stupa and temple and preserve 
their cultural traditions. 

Opposite: A thousand-year-old stone Qiang tower in A’er. Left: Embroidery on a Qiang dress.

A’er

CHINA



In addition to the restoration of the village stupa and temple, the project helped 
the Qiang people document their intangible heritage through audio recordings, 
film and text, as well as through a culture and language preservation program. 
The project was unique in that it sought to sustain living cultural traditions 
in forms that could be transmitted to future generations, rather than to simply 
exhibit Qiang artifacts in a museum.

Because the Qiang lack a written language, the project used a combination of 
media to preserve passages and customs that have been passed down through 
oral tradition. A book on Qiang culture translated village traditions through 
drawings and faithful translations into Mandarin Chinese. Those customs that 
could not be accurately translated were captured through a set of audio record-
ings. Finally, a traveling photo exhibition and documentary served to convey 
Qiang culture through visual representations. 

The project team also produced a training manual recording the methods and 
management of its preservation process, so that other groups undertaking 
similar projects might benefit from the team’s experiences. Now that Qiang 
traditions have been documented in print, audio and film, they can be taught to 
younger generations of Qiang living far from their mountainous homeland and 
shared more broadly with other Chinese citizens.

According to CHP, the project has inspired the A’er Qiang community to 
continue to preserve and raise awareness of its culture. The A’er Qiang have 
since established the A’er Villagers’ Qiang Cultural Heritage Protection 
Association, whose recent accomplishments include the restoration of a 
thousand-year-old stone Qiang tower, as well as the organization of a confer-
ence that gathered minorities from universities, media outlets and organizations 
around the country to discuss the development of ethnic minorities’ cultural 
rights and civil society empowerment in China. 

The project was the first step in motivating the A’er villagers into action, and 
they have already made plans to work with various organizations to continue 
to preserve Qiang culture. The villagers hope their example of preserving 
their culture will in time play a larger role in the preservation of worldwide 
cultural diversity.

Top: A Qiang couple models traditional dress in A’er, a small mountain village home to some 500 
Qiang. Bottom: Earthquake-damaged stupa. Opposite, from left: A’er villagers celebrate in front of 
the restored stupa; Qiang house in A’er.



“China’s Qiang ethnic minority has an ancient, unique 

and fascinating culture revolving around rituals passed 

on orally by shibi, or cultural guardians. Restoring the 

A’er village stupa and temple, and helping villagers 

document their traditions, is an important step in 

revitalizing local culture and strengthening Qiang 

cultural pride.”

 – U.S. Ambassador to China 
Gary Locke

East Asia   27
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exPlorInG sPlendor And sACrIFICe oF tAoIsM 

S pread across the hills of five Asian countries—Laos, Burma, Thailand, 

Vietnam and China—the Yao are among Laos’ most important ethnic 

minorities. The Yao comprise two groups, the Iu Mien and Kim Di Mun peoples, 

who practice a form of Taoism that they brought with them to the hills of Laos 

during their migration from southwest China more than 100 years ago. Their Taoist 

traditions are a distinguishing feature in Laos, a country whose population is 

predominantly Buddhist.

The estimated number of Iu Mien and Kim Di Mun in Laos varies widely; estimates range from 
14,500 to 23,000. The Kim Di Mun represent a significantly smaller portion of this number, with 
only 21 villages in three provinces.

While economic development is bringing great benefits to many parts of Laos, it is also chang-
ing traditional ways of life, including those of the Yao. The lifestyles of the Iu Mien and Kim Di 
Mun peoples have changed in the last decade due to resettlement initiatives, and new liveli-
hoods have replaced their former agrarian occupations. In addition, the transition from upland 
to lowland residence has disrupted traditional belief systems and the rituals related to them. 
Traditional Iu Mien and Kim Di Mun ritual objects include hand-painted bamboo paper masks, 
richly embroidered priests’ robes, and ancient texts written in Chinese calligraphy. Taoist priests 
and shamans, or holy men, train for many years to conduct ceremonies for rites of passage and 
for paying tribute to ancestors.

Many Iu Mien and Kim Di Mun rituals, objects, and traditions are now threatened by social 
changes. The change in livelihoods has caused hardship for some families, forcing them to sell 
cultural artifacts, many of which then leave the country. With the loss of these objects comes 

Opposite: Ceremony with four Yao Mien candidates for ordination. Left: The Splendor and Sacrifice: Taoism of Northern 
Laos exhibition at the Traditional Arts and Ethnology Centre in Luang Prabang, Laos.
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the discontinuation of specific rituals and ceremonies that require their use, and 
the inability to pass on these objects and associated knowledge of their use to the 
next generation.

Further, the individuals versed in the indigenous cultural traditions are elderly, 
often in their 60s and older. When this generation passes away, experts fear that the 
information will be lost. Research and documentation of Iu Mien and Kim Di Mun 
traditions, especially rituals, are urgent.

Supported by a $30,000 grant from the U.S. Ambassadors Fund for Cultural 
Preservation through the U.S. Embassy in Vientiane, the Traditional Arts and 
Ethnology Centre (TAEC) in Laos launched a two-year project in 2008 to document 
a Kim Di Mun ordination ceremony for Taoist priests and a Iu Mien New Year’s 
celebration. The project was led by TAEC’s founding director, Tara Gujadhur.

As part of the project, anthropologist Jacques Lemoine consulted with Yao Taoist 
priests and elders. Documentation of Taoist traditions was produced through 
observation, interviews and photographs, which are archived at TAEC. The Kim Di 
Mun ordination ceremony and the Iu Mien New Year’s celebration were recorded in 
high-definition digital video.

The project culminated in Splendor and Sacrifice: Taoism of Northern Laos, an 
exhibition at TAEC that explored Iu Mien and Kim Di Mun Taoist beliefs through 
the ceremonial costumes worn for various rites and the objects used in rituals. 
More than 200 people from local businesses, schools and the Iu Mien and Kim Di 
Mun communities attended the exhibition’s official opening, which was covered by 
Lao Television and the Vientiane Times newspaper. Iu Mien women demonstrated 
embroidery techniques at the Splendor and Sacrifice opening, and appeared at 
TAEC’s Handicraft Demonstration event several days later. Kim Di Mun men 
demonstrated calligraphy on handmade bamboo paper. 

“We wanted to create a high-quality museum experience that—as far as possible—
is dynamic, helps visitors understand the changing lifestyles of the people of Laos, 
and encourages people to think about identity, culture and heritage,” Gujadhur told 
the international ecotourism magazine Ecoclub.

Presented with the assistance of Iu Mien and Kim Di Mun community 
members, Splendor and Sacrifice ran from 2009 through 2011, attracting more 
than 13,000 visitors.

Left: Two candidates for Yao Mun priesthood are dressed before their ordination ceremony. Opposite, 
from left: Yao Mien offerings to the ancestor spirits; A man transcribes an old prayer in the Chinese- 
character-based Yao language.



“The Splendor and Sacrifice exhibition and 

research project have raised awareness of 

the fascinating Taoist rituals and traditions 

of the Iu Mien and Kim Di Mun peoples of 

northern Laos, and helped to preserve the rich, 

intangible cultural heritage of these minority 

communities for future generations.”

 – U.S. Ambassador to Laos 
Karen B. Stewart



32   Priceless: The U.S. Ambassadors Fund for Cultural Preservation

MONGOLIA



East Asia   33

sAFeGuArdInG A buddHIst treAsure

N estled at the end of a deep valley beneath the sheer cliff of Burenkhan 

Mountain, Mongolia’s Amarbayasgalant Monastery is a place that 

inspires contemplation. Built between 1727 and 1736 to house the remains 

of Zanabazar, the first Bogd Gegeen (“living Buddha,” or incarnated leader of 

Buddhism) of Mongolia, the monastery was once one of the largest Buddhist centers 

in the country. As for Zanabazar, he was not only a renowned Buddhist leader, but 

the greatest Mongolian sculptor of his time (1635–1723 C.E.) and the founder of 

the Zanabazar art school. 

The monastery narrowly escaped destruction in the 1930s during Mongolia’s Soviet Era (1924–
1990), a period when many similar structures did not survive. The monastery complex originally 
housed more than 40 temples. The 28 temples that remain have been under state protection 
since 1944, and efforts to restore the complex were launched in 1988.

The interiors of the monastery’s Tsogchin (Main) Temple are lavishly decorated with embroidered 
textiles, brightly painted statues of Shakyamuni Buddha (“the awakened Buddha”), and archi-
tectural details created from papier-mâché and carved wood, often featuring intricate design 
motifs illuminated in gold. 

With such priceless adornments, the Amarbayasgalant Monastery—one of Mongolia’s oldest 
wooden architectural structures—is at great risk of theft and fire. Through the U.S. Ambassadors 
Fund for Cultural Preservation, the U.S. Embassy in Ulaanbaatar has contributed a total of 
$672,200 to help protect the monastery from both threats. An initial grant of $86,200 was 
given to the Arts Council of Mongolia. Restoration efforts launched in June 2009 included a 
comprehensive assessment of the monastery’s fire-safety and security systems, development of 

Opposite: The Amarbayasgalant Monastery has stood in the valley below Burenkhan Mountain since the 18th century. 
Left: Restored tile roof on one of the monastery’s many pavilions.
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architectural drawings, plans for new electrical and security-camera systems, installation of 
fire extinguishers and fire-safety equipment, and documentation and registration of cultural 
artifacts and manuscripts. With that project completed, another restoration effort is under 
way, funded by an additional $586,000 grant from AFCP in 2010. The new project picks up 
where the first left off by rewiring the temple’s electricity and installing fire detection and 
suppression systems as well as a security system. The 2010 grant will also help restore the 
roof of the main temple.

The AFCP-supported improvements have won high praise from local residents, includ-
ing Olonbayar Erdenebat, who previously served as a lama, or spiritual instructor, at 
Amarbayasgalant Monastery.

“Amarbayasgalant Monastery is one of the most cherished heritage centers not only in 
Mongolia but also in the region of Asia,” Erdenebat said. Calling the monastery’s wooden 
architectural construction an “original artistic masterpiece,” Erdenebat added that “with 
this vast renovation project to preserve and protect this site, the AFCP has made [a] histori-
cally significant contribution to continue the cultural legacy of what the site represents for 
future generations [in] Mongolia.”

Top left: The gable roofs of the monastery’s minor buildings mimic the peaks of the Burenkhan mountain range 
in the distance. Bottom left: A wall of identical devotional figurines animates the interior of the main temple of 
Amarbayasgalant Monastery. Below: Architectural drawing showing a section through the main temple. Opposite: 
Tsogchin (Main) Temple at Amarbayasgalant Monastery.



“In Mongolia, Buddhism was repressed during the period of Soviet influence. Buddhism, the use of 

Mongolian script and pride in Mongolia’s heritage have all been important parts of the ‘Mongolian 

spring’ and the democratic era. United States government support for this important cultural 

landmark’s rehabilitation has been vital. I am delighted that the Ambassadors Fund for Cultural 

Preservation has been able to assist Mongolia in preserving one of its most important heritage sites.” 
 – U.S. Ambassador to Mongolia 

Piper Anne Wind Campbell 
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restorInG byzAntIne MAsterPIeCes

N estled on the shores of the pristinely blue Lake Ohrid in the Republic 

of Macedonia is one of the most ancient settlements in Europe. Named 

a UNESCO World Heritage site, the city of Ohrid is known for its exceptionally 

beautiful natural surroundings as well as its architecture, which UNESCO cites as 

“the best preserved and most complete ensemble of ancient urban architecture of 

the Slavic lands.” 

Ohrid occupies a unique place in European civilization, as it is the site where Saints Cyril 
and Methodius are believed to have invented the first Slavic alphabet, Glagolitic. The city was 
a major center of learning for the region during the Byzantine era, and the Roman road Via 
Egnatia connecting Rome to Byzantium, and Europe to Asia, passed through its city lines. 

Ohrid is also home to one of Macedonia’s oldest churches, the 13th-century monastery of the 
Holy Mother of God Peribleptos, or “the one who sees from high above.” Among the church’s 
many cultural jewels—which include an extensive array of late Byzantine frescoes—are the 
first-documented works by legendary Thessalonica painters Michael and Eutychius. The 
monastery’s frescoes depicting images from the Passion, the Gospels, and the lives of the Virgin 
Mary and John the Baptist are among the best examples of the Palaeologan style embraced by 
Byzantine painters of the period.

The Ohrid region was once home to 365 churches (according to legend, one for each day of 
the year), but today, there are significantly fewer. Those that remain have suffered from the 
elements, vandalism and neglect. Unfortunately, the Holy Mother of God monastery has also 
fallen victim to these hazards. Poor maintenance of the roof, the lack of a drainage system and 
weakened lime mortar joints on the facades have led to extensive water damage on the fresco 

Opposite: The interior of the Peribleptos church is decorated with 13th-century frescoes in the Palaeologan style signed 
by artists Michael and Eutychius. Left: Ohrid, Macedonia.
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walls as crystallized salts formed on the painted surface. In certain areas, fresco plaster 
degraded and large painted areas began to fall off.

In 2009, the Peribleptos Monastery complex required immediate repairs to prevent irre-
versible loss. To meet these challenges, the U.S. Embassy in Skopje awarded $650,000 
through the U.S. Ambassadors Fund for Cultural Preservation to the Cultural Heritage 
Protection Office of the Republic of Macedonia to support the monastery’s restoration. 
Much of the grant is specifically intended to restore the monastery’s frescoes. The monas-
tery will also undergo extensive external and internal repair. Professional architects, 
conservators and foreign Byzantine fresco restoration experts, together with local experts, 
are conducting the research and performing the restoration. 

In addition to recognizing the monastery’s cultural significance, the restoration project 
is expected to boost international tourism to the area and generate income for Ohrid’s 
residents. Philip T. Reeker, who was U.S. ambassador to Macedonia when the grant was 
awarded, spoke about the project’s benefits at the signing of the grant agreement on 
October 29, 2009.

“Restoring the church and its frescoes will recall the glory of the work of the fresco paint-
ers Michael and Eutychius and Orthodox cultural expression. Restoration will provide 
Ohrid with a world-class attraction for international guests and travelers,” Reeker said. 
“It will be wonderful to see more people coming to Macedonia to see its treasures, to 
meet its people and to build its economy.”

Top left: To protect the church interior while restoring 
the tile roof, workers had to build temporary wooden 
coverings. Bottom far left: The Holy Mother of God 
Peribleptos Church in Ohrid, Macedonia, dates 
to the 13th century. Bottom left: Arched window 
detail found on the church. Opposite: A paintings 
conservator carefully preserves the damaged frescoes 
in the Peribleptos church. Inset: Many of the church’s 
frescoes were in advanced states of deterioration. 



“The project to restore and preserve the stunning Holy Mother of God Peribleptos Church in Ohrid is a wonderful example of our 

commitment to helping protect the vibrant cultural heritage of Macedonia. Built in 1295, then neglected, rebuilt and expanded 

across the centuries, the church and its spectacular frescoes capture the rich, diverse tapestry of this country’s history. The rare 

frescoes, which are being restored to their early glory with support from the U.S. Ambassadors Fund for Cultural Preservation, 

are a cultural treasure that we are helping to preserve so that generations to come can appreciate their beauty, as we do today.”

 – U.S. Ambassador to the Republic of Macedonia 
Paul Wohlers
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PreservInG tHe leGACy oF A lost CIty

O n a lonely plateau in northeastern Turkey, only a few buildings mark the 

site of one of the world’s great cities. In the 10th century, the city of Ani 

teemed with hundreds of palaces, fortifications and houses of worship, including 

some of the most technically and artistically advanced structures of their time. 

The city served as the political and commercial capital of the Bagratid Armenian 

kingdom, which rose to prominence in the ninth century and receded from power in 

the 12th century. At its height, Ani was situated along numerous trade routes and 

boasted a population of more than 100,000 inhabitants—rivaling Constantinople, 

Baghdad and Cairo.

Political turmoil and instability plagued Ani beginning in the 11th century, and it was subse-
quently occupied by the Byzantines, Seljuks, Persians and Georgians. Earthquakes and a Tartar 
invasion in the 13th century led many of the city’s residents to flee the city. Though Ani remained 
an important trade center well into the 14th century, it receded in size and strength as trade routes 
started bypassing it to the south. By the end of the 18th century, Ani was totally abandoned.

The people who built Ani were architectural innovators who built churches and cathedrals that 
boasted many features later echoed in Western Gothic architecture. Pointed arches, clustered 
piers, domes, vaulted ceilings and the cruciform layout common to Western Gothic cathedrals 
can be traced to Armenian structures of the early Christian era. In Ani, the stone ruins of the 
Great Cathedral—considered a masterpiece of medieval Armenian architecture—and the 
Church of Saint Gregory bear silent witness to the origins of the Western Gothic style.

Opposite: Ruins of the Church of the Holy Redeemer (Surp Amenap’rkitch), constructed in 1035 while Ani flourished. 
Left: Remains of the Great Cathedral and the round Church of the Holy Redeemer, Armenian architectural masterpieces 
in Ani, Turkey.
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Once dubbed the “City of Forty Gates” and the “City of 1,001 Churches,” Ani has 
retained precious few of its original structures. Among the surviving buildings is the 
Surp Amenap’rkitch Church (Church of the Holy Redeemer), which was constructed 
in 1035 at a time when Ani flourished. Since then, the Surp Amenap’rkitch Church 
has suffered from neglect, vandalism and numerous earthquakes. In 1930, the south-
east side of the church collapsed after being struck by lightning, which split it in two 
and further endangered the building’s structural integrity.

In 2011, the U.S. Embassy in Ankara made a grant of $625,000 through the 
U.S. Ambassadors Fund for Cultural Preservation to conserve, consolidate and 
strengthen the remains of the Surp Amenap’rkitch Church for the study and enjoy-
ment of future generations. The World Monuments Fund (WMF) and the Turkish 
Ministry of Culture and Tourism are working together on the project. Courses in 
masonry, traditional building techniques and stone conservation are planned to 
provide members of the local community with new economic opportunities as well 
as the skills needed to preserve the site in the long term. 

“There has long been international concern about the fragile condition of the many 
extraordinary ruins at Ani,” said WMF President Bonnie Burnham. “We hope that 
this work will usher in a new era in the life of this important site.”

In a May 2011 interview with an Associated Press reporter, Turkish Minister of 
Culture and Tourism Ertuğrul Günay spoke about Ani’s immense historical value 
and its potential as a magnet for international tourism. “Ani, which is of global 
significance, presents particularly complicated challenges,” he said. “We hope 
that giving new life to the remains of once-splendid buildings, such as the Ani 
Cathedral and church, will bring new economic opportunities to the region.”

Above: Sketch of Ani in its heyday, the 10th and 11th centuries. Below: The ruins of the ancient city 
of Ani in 2011. Opposite: Remains of the city of Ani as seen from Armenia.
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“This project will preserve a monument that bears witness to the contributions of 

Armenians to the rich and multicolored history and civilizations of Anatolia. It should 

offer hope and inspiration that modern Turkey and Armenia together will revive their 

ancient historical brotherhood and build a new future upon it in peace.”

 – U.S. Ambassador to Turkey 
Francis J. Ricciardone
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new lIFe For A lIterAry HoMe

A nton Chekhov may now be hailed as a playwright and master of the 

modern short story, but he did not begin his literary career with such 

lofty ambitions. Born in 1860, Chekhov began writing short stories in 1879 to 

support himself and his family while working his way through Moscow University 

Medical School. Early on, Chekhov—a prolific writer said to have written hundreds 

of works in his lifetime—published his rapidly composed short stories in Russian 

daily newspapers. By 1886, Chekhov’s works were attracting critical and popular 

acclaim, and in 1892 he suspended his medical career to pursue writing full-time.

Although Chekhov is considered a Russian writer, he spent some of his most productive years 
in Yalta, Ukraine, in a home he called White Dacha. “My Yalta dacha has turned out to be very 
comfortable; warm and cozy with a lovely view,” Chekhov wrote in 1899, shortly after moving to 
Ukraine. “The garden is going to be spectacular. I am planting it myself, with my own hands.” 

A great many of Chekhov’s works have been translated into Ukrainian, and Ukrainian-born 
writers including Lev Shestov and Irène Némirovsky cite him as an influence. It was in his 
Ukrainian home that Chekhov wrote “The Lady with the Dog” and two of his greatest plays, The 
Cherry Orchard and Three Sisters. At White Dacha, Chekhov hosted great Russian artists of the 
day, including writer Maxim Gorky, opera singer Feodor Chaliapin and theater actor and direc-
tor Constantin Stanislavski. Chekhov was entertained by Sergei Rachmaninoff on the piano and 
regularly telephoned writer Leo Tolstoy from the study. 

White Dacha is unique also in that it has been preserved exactly as it was when Chekhov last 
left it in May 1904, two months before his death.

Opposite: Anton Chekhov had the White Dacha built in Yalta, Ukraine, in 1898. A door off the study, shown in 2009, 
leads to Chekhov’s bedroom. Left: Chekhov entertained many notable Russians at the White Dacha, including Leo 
Tolstoy (on right), shown with Chekhov in Yalta in 1900.

Yalta
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“On the 150th anniversary of Chekhov’s birth, 

his admirers are now found in every corner of 

the globe. I am reminded of the scene in The 

Cherry Orchard when the student Trofimov 

speaks to Anya, the aristocratic daughter of a 

bankrupt family. ‘If we’re to start living in the 

present isn’t it abundantly clear that we’ve first 

got to redeem our past …?’ This project is the 

first that has been entirely initiated under my 

tenure as ambassador, and it holds a special 

place in my heart.”

 – U.S. Ambassador to Ukraine 
John F. Tefft

After Chekhov’s death, White Dacha and its gardens withstood an earthquake, hurricanes 
and numerous World War II bombings under the tireless care of Chekhov’s sister, Maria. After 
Maria’s death in 1957, the Soviet government assumed responsibility for the home, preserving 
it as a house museum honoring Chekhov’s life and work. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
funding for the house museum was abruptly halted in 1991. The house museum has since 
fallen into a precarious state of disrepair.

On January 29, 2010, the 150th anniversary of Chekhov’s birth, the U.S. Embassy in Kiev 
announced its contribution of $39,000 through the U.S. Ambassadors Fund for Cultural 
Preservation to support White Dacha’s restoration. The grant is being used to restore the inte-
rior of the famed writer’s residence, including curtains, furniture upholstery and tablecloths 
that have deteriorated while on display in the memorial rooms. The project aims to revive the 
fabrics’ original beauty, which was lost over 110 years of use, and to allow visitors to experi-
ence Chekhov’s home as it was during his lifetime.

The grant is expected not only to help revitalize the White Dacha’s Art Nouveau interiors, but 
to stimulate tourist interest in the house as well. The U.S. Embassy hopes the restoration of 
Chekhov’s White Dacha will enhance Yalta’s reputation as an international travel destination 
and bolster the local economy. 

Below: Anton Chekhov’s White Dacha in 1901. Right: Portrait of Anton Chekhov by Osip Braz, 1898. Opposite: 
Chekhov’s study in 2011. Inset: Anton Chekhov in his study at the White Dacha in 1900.
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